
OLVER BLASTS HOUSE LEADERSHIP FOR ITS SUPPORT OF RELIGIOUS DISCRIMINATION IN HEAD START PROGRAMS

  
  WASHINGTON, D.C. ‚ Congressman John W. Olver (D-1st District) announced his strong opposition to a divisive, religious discrimination amendment to the Head Start reauthorization bill.  The amendment, which passed the House today, allows faith-based organizations operating local Head Start programs to hire and fire staff based on their religion.

 "Public money should not be used to discriminate in hiring," Olver said. "Head Start teachers should be hired and fired based on their ability to teach ‚ not their religion."

  The House of Representatives today considered H.R. 2123, a bill which reauthorizes the Head Start program through fiscal year 2011.  The bill, which had bipartisan support in its original form, was reported out of the House Education and the Workforce Committee by a unanimous vote of 48-0 on May 18, 2005.

  Unfortunately, the House Republican leadership sought to dismantle the bipartisan spirit of the bill by bringing to the floor today an amendment that gives faith-based sponsored Head Start programs the right to use federal taxpayer dollars to discriminate against teachers and other employees solely because of their religion.

  A Head Start companion measure in the Senate does not include the faith-based language.  A Senate committee approved its bill by voice vote on May 25, 2005.

 The religious discrimination amendment passed by a 220-196 vote today. Olver voted against the amendment.

  Olver also voted today against the Head Start reauthorization bill as amended because it repealed existing, longstanding Head Start provisions prohibiting religious organizations and churches from discriminating on the basis of religion when hiring or firing staff for positions within this federally-funded program.  The bill passed by a vote of 231-184.

 Since its creation in 1965, Head Start has helped more than 22 million disadvantaged children by providing access to quality preschool education.  Head Start was designed to help break the cycle of poverty by providing preschool children of low-income families with a comprehensive program to meet their emotional, social, health, nutritional and psychological needs.  Head Start is locally administered by community-based non-profit organizations and school systems.

 Since 1972, agencies that receive government funding for Head Start ‚ including religious organizations and houses of worship that host Head Start programs ‚ have been prohibited from discriminating on the basis of religion.

 "Tens of thousands of at-risk children could lose their teachers not because those teachers are doing a bad job, but because they are the 'wrong' religion," Olver said.

 Head Start serves children and their families each year in urban and rural areas in all 50 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico and the U.S. territories.

 In Massachusetts, 13,011 children were enrolled in Head Start in FY04.  Nationally, 905,851 children were served by Head Start that year.

 The program has also been a ladder out of poverty for many disadvantaged parents who have become employed as teachers and staff after having first served as volunteer teacher aides in their children's classrooms.
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